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Plagiarism 2.0: The new economy of academic dishonesty 
Jason Sternberg, Creative Industries Faculty, QUT 
 
Introduction 
As a writer, teacher and scholar of ‘the knowledge economy’ in the broadest sense, 
plagiarism fascinates me.  I first encountered plagiarism in my Year 12 English class.  
We had been working for weeks writing poems and had submitted them to our teacher 
Mr How for assessment.  Mr How was generally a pleasant individual who I 
remember as one of my favourite school teachers; however, he did not suffer fools 
easily. The time arrived for each of us to read our work to the class.  Year 12 poetry 
being what it usually is, most of our efforts tended to blur into an angsty, slightly 
pretentious, self-important mess (similar to staff meetings in many university 
departments).  However, one student’s poem stood out.  It was emotive, insightful and 
economical in its use of language … and best of all, it did not suck!  The poem’s 
author was one of the class’ biggest jocks, and not usually one to display such 
sensitivity, so we were all a little taken aback by what we were hearing.  Stunned 
silence!  At the poem’s conclusion, Mr How congratulated the student on such an 
excellent effort and produced a copy of the collected works of Emily Dickenson (if I 
remember correctly) from under his desk.  He asked the student to turn to a page he 
had marked and recite the poem printed there.  It was, of course, the same one the 
student had passed off as his.  This time, there was no stunned silence: just the sound 
of remorseful sobs from our jock-poet-plagiarist who had been exposed in front of his 
classmates. 
 
Clearly, Mr How’s dramatic expose had a tremendous effect on me.  However, at the 
time, the effect could not have been that dramatic, because he busted me for 
something similar the next semester.  One Friday afternoon, Mr How, usually a 
reasonable person, decided to spring a three minute oral presentation on us – to be 
written over the weekend and delivered the next week.  I gave my talk – I cannot 
remember on what topic – but I can remember being ‘outed’ by the ever-vigilant Mr 
How for having stolen the topic from a feature article in that Sunday’s newspaper.  I 
think I lost marks for nicking the topic, but that was balanced out by some extra credit 
for demonstrating I actually read newspapers. 
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For generations, there has been no worse an accusation for artists and scholars of all 
varieties than being labelled a plagiarist.  It is the intellectual world’s equivalent of 
using performance enhancing drugs.  It taints you forever. To plagiarise marks you as 
a fraud: too lacking in creativity and insight to produce original thoughts, too lazy to 
engage in the hard slog of writing, so you bludge off someone else.    For the victims 
of plagiarism, it is a violation.  Because what is stolen are thoughts, feelings, 
experiences and ideas – incredibly intimate things we hold in our minds – having 
them used this way feels like someone has ransacked our creative stores for the best 
bits, taken them, and is now flogging them on eBay for a quick buck. 
 
Being labelled a plagiarist is a slur that has famously ended many authors’ and 
academics’ careers (a fun starting point for exploring these is www. 
famousplagiarists.com).  The Australian Broadcasting Commission’s (ABC) TV show 
and its associated website, Media Watch, documents cases of journalistic plagiarism 
on a weekly basis.  Increasingly, allegations of plagiarism have been used in attempts 
to end political careers.  Deputy Opposition Leader Julie Bishop has been accused of 
plagiarism twice (Australian Associated Press 2008).  In the US, Barak Obama, 
Hillary Clinton (Cesca 2008), Joe Biden (it ended his 1988 presidential campaign) 
(Media Matters for America 2008), and John McCain (Think Progress 2008) were all 
been accused of plagiarising either entire speeches, or at least parts of speeches in the 
2008 presidential campaign.1  What happened to Sarah Palin?  One criterion for being 
a plagiarist is that you have to actually read in order to find material to steal.  
Politicians have speechwriters and other staff to take the blame when they are accused 
of pinching bits of other people’s speeches, but there is little doubt that for previous 
generations, plagiarism – while not punishable by law – has been seen as a criminal 
act.  It is intellectual theft. 
 
However, for our current generation of students, many would argue accusing one of 
them of plagiarism is likely to be met with a cry of  “Whatever”, and a claim that, “Oh 
my God, citing your sources is like soooo 2001”.  There is a new language used to 
                                                 
1 Many of the articles cited here question the veracity of the respective plagiarism accusations.  Indeed, 
the claims against McCain have been retracted by the author.  The point of citing these accusations is 
not to endorse their accuracy, rather to simply point to their existence. 
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justify plagiarism: terms like cutting-and-pasting, re-mixing and mash-ups – many of 
which have been imported from popular culture in the hope of getting us to loosen up 
and get over this referencing thing.  Perhaps more troubling is the educational rhetoric 
which is appropriating these attitudes. 
  
When I express concerns over shifts in the relationship between knowledge, emerging 
forms of cultural literacy, scholarship and intellectual property, I am not talking about 
innovations like Creative Commons (see www.creativecommons.org).  I teach 
students how to publish their work under Creative Commons licenses and these are 
enormously beneficial for emerging and established writers and artists in making their 
work accessible to wider audiences.  I am also not really talking about first year 
students with sloppy referencing habits or international students who may have 
different approaches to intellectual property (although some authors question the 
extent of these differences (Liu 2005; Ha 2006)).  Neither am I concerned with 
academic self-plagiarism, so there is no need for anyone reading this who has  
recycled a bit of a journal article, salami-sliced their work, made subtle variations on a 
theme or engaged gratuitous self-promotion (excuse me while I cite myself…)  
to feel queasy! 
 
It is generally very easy to tell in media and communication studies (the discipline I 
teach) when a student’s voice is speaking in an assessment item and when another 
voice is.  The juxtaposition is usually quite dramatic and jarring.  Even essays that 
have been purchased from cheat sites are always just a little off topic, use examples 
that are not culturally relevant, and generally use American spelling.   
 
 
Plagiarism in context 
However plagiarism is defined, there is strong belief it is on the rise.  Current 
estimates of the number of students currently plagiarising range from 10 to 50 per 
cent (Ellery 2008; Selwyn 2008; Wang 2008).  The reason for the increase in 
plagiarism is obvious.  The internet makes it so much easier. 
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There is a thriving black market of essays available.  Dickerson (2007) traces the 
history of term paper or essay mills from their origins in the late 60s and early 70s 
(although others claim they have existed since the 1880s (Caslon Analytics 2008)), 
growing from a word-of-mouth industry, to one that advertised in magazines such as 
Rolling Stone and featured 1800-numbers, through to its current presence on the 
internet (Dickerson 2007).  Like online porn, online essay mills are omnipresent, but 
the industry that produces them is subterranean.  According to Caslon Analytics 
(2008), there were only 90 online essay mills in 1998.  The most recent statistics I 
could find were from the Coastal Carolina University website, which listed over 250 
sites as of 2006 (Bates and Fain 2009).  For writers, contributing to essay mills seems 
lucrative.  According to Caslon Analytics (2008), essay mill Oxbridge Essays pays 
between £500 and £700 for a 2000 word essay and provides £5000 sponsorships, plus 
a £500 gift for writers who must repay with £4500 worth of work.  For customers, 
costs range from $10US for a 4-5 page essay to up to $10US per page for longer and 
more complex documents (Caslon Analytics 2008).  How many students actually use 
essay mills is perhaps destined to remain a dirty little secret.  However, the University 
of Puget Sound website (2008) suggests 15 per cent of students claim to have 
submitted a paper from a mill. 
 
The cut-and-paste culture of internet research makes plagiarism – both intentional and 
unintentional – a very real temptation and trap for students.  This explanation of 
plagiarism is technologically determinist in its focus; that is, increased plagiarism is a 
product of technology and because the technology is available, plagiarism will 
inevitably increase.  Once again, research published on the University of Puget Sound 
website (2008) claims the internet has only spawned a 6 per cent growth in plagiarists.  
Other research (Selwyn 2008, 472) suggests that if you plagiarise from online sources, 
you also plagiarise from off-line sources.  Placing all our faith in the most well-
publicised solution to plagiarism – detection software – is similarly technologically 
determinist in its focus.  Plagiarism detection software is obviously essential and very 
valuable.  However, digital technology does not cause plagiarism any more than it 
causes gambling and porn.  By the same token, technology cannot rid the world of 
plagiarism, although it might rid the world of a few plagiarists. 
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Plagiarism and cultural literacy 
My main interest is in how both students and teachers approach plagiarism as a form 
of cultural literacy.  In this context, while there is no doubt the internet has made 
plagiarism easier to do, it is the shift in media literacies – our orientation to 
information, authority and collaboration – that has made the current generation of 
students and some educators increasingly ambivalent towards it.  I suggest we are 
becoming more ambivalent towards plagiarism, rather than more accepting of it, 
because I feel both students and teachers are currently repositioning their attitudes 
towards the practice.   
 
UK research from 2005 suggests students have reservations about their lecturers’ and 
tutors’ abilities to detect internet plagiarism (Szabo and Underwood 2004).  There is 
also evidence suggesting students’ attitudes towards plagiarism are becoming more 
relaxed.  Research shows the current generation of students understand what 
plagiarism is (Yeo 2007, Wang 2008) and some studies (Barrett & Cox 2005; Yeo 
2007) suggest their understanding of its severity is roughly similar to that of staff.  
However, other studies paint a very different picture.  For example, Wang (2008) 
found 30 per cent of respondents to a survey investigating student online plagiarism 
had used ideas taken from the web without attribution and 15 per cent of respondents 
had taken text without attribution.  However, around three-quarters of the sample 
stated they knew such behaviour constituted plagiarism and that copying material 
from the web was just as bad as copying printed material. 
 
Some commentators (Selwyn 2008, 475) suggest the ease with which digital 
technologies allow people to poach information and the anonymity with which they 
can do this has produced a moral relativism towards information amongst Generation 
Y.  For example, Wood’s (2004) study found 43 per cent of students plagiarised 
because they did not consider it as wrong as stealing.  Saltmarsh (2005) argues 
plagiarism is an inevitable consequence of market-driven education; a tactic which 
students employ to negotiate institutional demands (e.g. meeting deadlines and 
passing subjects so they do not have to pay to repeat them), rather than necessarily 
being about the curriculum at all. 
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Of course, the practice of recycling, re-using, sampling and paying homage to another 
artists’ work is relatively common in the creative industries.  Indeed, students’ 
postmodern art forms involving bricolage, pastiche and appropriation may 
commendably demonstrate an awareness of their discipline’s history and 
development.  Because I teach popular culture, I have an academic interest in terms 
such as ‘pirating’, ‘remixing’ and ‘mash-ups’, all used in relation to the creation and 
distribution of music.  However, because I am a teacher, I become uneasy when these 
terms are used to describe the ways we should create and distribute knowledge in the 
classroom.  
 
It is argued that students downloading and appropriating text for essays is the same as 
them downloading music (Spender in Trounson 2008).  Downloading copyright 
material online without seeking permission or paying for it is illegal.   Illegal 
downloaders can receive injunctions, and be forced to pay damages and costs, as well 
as receiving fines for each infringement of up to $60,500 for individuals and up to 
$302,500 for corporations.  Those found guilty of illegal downloading can also be 
sentenced to up to five years’ jail and police have the power to issue $1320 on-the-
spot fines and sieze the computers and servers used to download material (Music 
Industry Piracy Investigations 2009).   
 
Embedded in the cut-and-paste culture of  essay writing is an implicit analogy with 
the practice of sampling and remixing (Spender in Trounson 2008).  Sampling is 
where a musician takes part of another song and incorporates it into their own work, 
in order to create a new piece of music.  Sampling is a common and accepted practice 
in music, but legally it remains a controversional topic. However, conventionally, 
major artists who sample others’ works now obtain clearance and the artist whose 
work is sampled is paid.  In other words, their contribution to the new work is 
formally acknowledged, in the same way a reference list in a scholarly work formally 
acknowledges another person’s intellectual contribution. 
 
Remixing music takes many forms, but the most common are when a record producer 
or DJ takes a piece of music and creates an ‘extended’ mix, or when two or more 
pieces of music are mixed together to create a ‘mash-up.  Again, legally, there are 
grey areas, but in the case of remixes and mash-ups, all parties involved in the 
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creation – musicians,  producers and DJs – are conventionally acknowledged as 
creators of the new work. 
 
Drawing parallels between music piracy and remixing as a way of legitimating 
plagiarism as a new cultural literacy is problematic at best.  Piracy is illegal.  The fact 
no convictions have been recorded in Australia for any individual downloading 
material does not change this.  Good, original scholarly work is like a musical mash-
up in that it involves taking pieces of pre-existing knowledge and re-assembling them 
into something new.  Scholarly work acknowledges its hybrid nature through 
bibliographies and reference lists.  Musical remixes, such as the 2002 re-release of “A 
little less conversation”, acknowledge their hybrid nature by being called the “Elvis 
Presley vs. JXL Remix”. 
 
The claim referencing should no longer be considered as important as it once was is 
often rationalised in terms of needing to place emphasis on what students do with the 
information, rather than necessarily acknowledging where it comes from (Spender in 
Trounson 2008).  In other words, do our students use the information in a way that 
demonstrates deep learning?  I mentioned this explanation to one of my PhD students, 
who is also a librarian.2  She pointed out that unless students acknowledge sources in 
their work, it is impossible to determine whether deep learning is occurring.  
Referencing, she argued, is essential in demonstrating how information has been 
processed.  Plagiarised work that mimics deep learning is not only unethical, it 
potentially points to problems in a student’s ability to process information.  Work that 
forsakes referencing should not be valorised as a new form of knowledge.  Rather, it 
should reinforce the question of whether the student is learning anything at all.   
 
To this extent, I do not believe in zero tolerance policies for plagiarism.  I believe in 
fighting for the educational value inherent in the practice of referencing others’ work 
and acknowledging sources.  This requires more teachers to better explain academic 
integrity, differentiate between different forms of cultural production and their 
underlying epistemologies and to produce more authentic assessment items 
(Sutherland-Smith 2008). I teach media and communication research methods to first 
                                                 
2 My thanks to Kim Moody for this observation. 
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year students and I tell them that in terms of the genre they are working in, 
referencing is cool: it adds credibility, authority and power to your work.  Referencing 
does not detract from what you do, it makes it better. 
 
Conclusion 
Arguments making connections between music downloading, sampling and remixing 
perhaps say more about the ways some educationalists have fetishised new media, 
than about plagiarism per se.  The adoption of new media literacies is a complex 
process.  New literacies do not and should not simply replace older, more established 
literacies.  To suggest otherwise and adopt this philosophy in our classroom practices 
is to actively disempower students.  We need to reinforce that professional writing 
and research requires the appropriate acknowledgement of sources.  A final year 
student recently asked me, “This referencing stuff, you don’t really do that when 
you’re working, do you?”  He seemed to accept my point that taking credit for 
someone else’s ideas at work would not cost you marks, just get you fired and destroy 
your professional reputation.   
 
However, the standard bearers of old literacies also need to relax a bit and understand 
that what qualifies as effective and appropriate communication is, in fact, highly 
contextual.  How unforgiving some conservative critics can be was brought home to 
me in 2008 when I became the whipping boy for new media literacies and a symbol of 
everything wrong with modern education during a radio discussion on the ABC with a 
human resources expert about Gen Y’s appalling job application skills.  Both the HR 
expert and journalist moderating the discussion trotted out the standard examples of 
poor grammar and spelling and use of email and sms abbreviations.  I deferred to the 
HR expert, acknowledging he had obviously seen more application letters and CVs 
than I had and was better qualified to comment about declining standards. 
 
However, I felt a little under pressure as a teacher of communication and a 
representative of QUT: “The University for the Real World”.  I stressed that at QUT 
we taught our students that communication was contextual and certain situations – job 
applications, for instance – required closer adherence to grammatical and stylistic 
conventions, than, say, talking to your friends via instant messaging.  I also stressed 
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that as a university, QUT attempted to uphold these standards while embracing 
emerging literacies, many of which, by the time our current students reach 
management positions, may be dominant ways of communicating. 
 
The rest of the conversation went something like this: 
Journalist: So, Dr Sternberg, is what you say and write always grammatically correct? 
 
Me:  Well, for example, when I’m delivering a lecture or writing something for 
publication, I always attempt to ensure my work is 100 per cent grammatically 
correct.  My professional reputation depends on it.  However, when I’m talking to 
friends, I don’t really think it matters if I there’s the odd typo in an email or if we’re 
completely grammatically correct talking to each other on the phone.  In fact, I’d 
think it was a bit strange if that ever came up as an issue. 
 
Journalist: And exactly how old are you, Dr Sternberg? 
 
My voice had been silenced.  And ultimately, I think what lies at the heart of 
plagiarism as cultural phenomenon is the issue of voice: who has the power to speak, 
who has the power to be heard and how much do we value emerging forms of 
knowledge?   Education at any level and in any discipline is about allowing students 
to develop a voice, or more specifically, a range of voices which can be used to speak 
about a range of topics.  I have never shied away from allowing students in my classes 
to write in the first person.  If a student graduates from any program of study without 
having the intellectual courage to own their beliefs and express them in an informed, 
rational manner, then their education is impoverished.   
 
If education is about voice, then assessment is about giving students the opportunity 
to evaluate how clearly their voice is developing.  We should continue to fight against 
plagiarism, not because that is what we have always done.  Rather, we should fight 
against it because plagiarism is simply ventriloquism.  Students mimic their 
discipline, but their own voice is remains unheard. 
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